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Nov. 5-7, heads of state from the seven Central American countries including Panama and Belize
held a landmark summit in Santo Domingo with President Leonel Fernandez of the Dominican
Republic. At the summit, the presidents signed a series of accords, including a framework
agreement to begin negotiating a free-trade treaty in early 1998.
The isthmian presidents hope that, by pulling the Dominican Republic into the Central American
integration process, that country will act as a bridge for further trade initiatives with other
Caribbean nations. Since he took office in 1996, Fernandez has sought closer ties with the isthmian
nations, visiting the region four times during the past year. Fernandez also participated in the
summit in San Jose last May with US President Bill Clinton, and in August he attended the last
Central American presidential summit in Panama as an observer (see NotiCen, 05/15/97 and
10/02/97).

New accords call for free-trade talks, other cooperation
As a result of these earlier initiatives, the Central American presidents accepted Fernandez's
invitation to hold an "extraordinary" summit in Santo Domingo in November to review the
Dominican Republic's request to formally join the isthmian integration process. Following are
some of the central accords in an 18-point declaration: * An agreement to begin formal talks in
the first quarter of 1998 on the Dominican Republic's incorporation into the Central American
Common Market (CACM), which currently includes Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras,
and Nicaragua. (Panama is also negotiating its inclusion in the CACM, but this is the first time an
extraregional nation has been invited to join.)
As a first step, the Dominican Republic will open bilateral talks with the CACM countries on
investment promotion and protection treaties. * The Dominican Republic was invited to become a
partner in the Central American Sustainable Development Alliance and a member of the Central
American Integration System (SICA). It will also be accepted as a full member of the Banco
Centroamericano para la Integracion Economica (BCIE). * Negotiations on open-sky accords will
begin immediately and culminate within 90 days in bilateral treaties with each of the CACM nations
to facilitate greater air traffic with the Dominican Republic. Visa requirements for diplomats will
be suppressed, and the Secretaria de Integracion Turistica de Centroamerica (SITCA) will open
negotiations with the Dominican Republic's tourist office on measures to stimulate tourist travel
between the island and the isthmus. "That we, the presidents of Central America, are holding a
summit incorporating the Dominican Republic to the regional market is a historic landmark," said
Salvadoran President Armando Calderon Sol. "The Caribbean is a very rich area that until now has
been very distant from Central America, even though it is so near."
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Accords could help boost trade ties between CACM & CARICOM During the summit, the Central
American presidents stressed their hope that the accords with the Dominican Republic will
lead to closer trade and cooperation with the 14-member nations of the Caribbean Community
(CARICOM). "We are going to enhance the Central American market with a country that could act
as a bridge to the Caribbean," said Costa Rican President Jose Maria Figueres. In fact, President
Fernandez agreed to act as a liaison in developing a "strategic alliance" between the CACM and
CARICOM, with the goal of eventually constructing a subregional free-trade zone that would
include some 60 million consumers in Central America and the Caribbean.
Fernandez said he would present a draft for a proposed trade alliance at the next CARICOM foreign
ministers meeting. The Dominican Republic is currently an observer in CARICOM. "The alliance
would facilitate development in all our countries," said Fernandez. "By increasing trade among
ourselves, it will permit us to better compete in international markets in a world that is ever more
competitive and globalized. The tendency is toward hemispheric integration, so we must begin by
working toward subregional integration." There have been other initiatives in recent years to forge
closer trade ties between the two regions, but those proposals have not advanced.
In November 1996, for example, the foreign ministers from Central America and the Caribbean met
in San Jose to discuss closer trade. They agreed in principle to explore a CACM-CARICOM freetrade treaty. But since then, only one meeting among technical delegations from the two regions
has taken place. Trade between the regions is minuscule. Central America exported only US$39
million to the CARICOM nations in 1995, about 70% of which came from Guatemala and Costa
Rica. [La Nacion (Costa Rica), 11/05/97; Reuter, 10/08/97, 10/16/97, 10/24/97, 10/28/97, 10/30/97,
11/04/97, 11/06/97; Deutsche Press Agentur, 11/04/97, 11/06/97; Miami Herald, Agence FrancePresse, 11/06/97; Notimex, 10/30/97, 11/02/97, 11/03/97, 11/05/97, 11/07/97; Prensa Libre (Guatemala),
11/07/97; Prensa Grafica (El Salvador), 11/06-08/97]
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